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Folkenberg: A Malignancy Called Pluralism
B Y

R O B E R T

S.

F O L K E N B E R G

*

AMALIGNANCY
CALLED

PLU R A LISM
The president of the General Conference
shares his diagnosis of this communicable disease.
f 1 1 he uniqueness of the Christian
' I ’ faith quickly surfaces when
I
compared with the other
I
major world religions. Most
M. religions focus on doctrinal
statements, transcendent truths,
rules, and regulations. Though
Christianity has similar characteristics, its primary focus is on relationships— with Christ and with our fellow humans.
Christians are guided in these
relationships by objective biblical
teachings, or doctrines, that Adventists summarize under the simple
heading “the truth.” These revela-

tions of a gracious God find their
epitome in His Son. “He that hath
the Son,” said the Apostle John,
“hath life; and he that hath not the
Son of God hath not life” (1 John
5:12, K JV ).***
Here, then, is the reason Seventh-day Adventists vigorously oppose anything that obscures or
destroys these doctrinal realities:
false doctrines interfere with, and
*Robert S. Folkenberg is President o f
the General Conference o f Seventhday Adventists, Silver Spring, Maryland.
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F o l k e n b e r g Gr e e t s Bi bl e C o n f e r e n c e De l e g a t e s
Welcome to the First International Jerusalem Bible Conference. Your church has
encouraged you to come to this event to
enrich your love of the Bible and, thus, enrich
the church.
As the president of your church, I must
tell you, the Seventh-day Adventist Church
needs you. It needs you to remain faithful to
Gods holy Word and the teachings of your church. At no time in the
history of this world has the Bible been more needed than in this day
and at no time has the Bible been more under attack, than at this time.
Rightfully studied, G ods Word always brings revival.
May this conference renew and invigorate your faith. Please do not
leave this Jerusalem Bible Conference without recommitting yourself
to meet me, your fellow teachers, and your students in the New
Jerusalem.
Your brother in Christ Jesus,

To embrace the truth revealed in
Jesus is to be set free from fear and
anxiety. It is to rejoice in the assurance of eternal life as we rest confident in our relationship with Christ
and our standing with God the
Father. No wonder Satan hates the
truth! Only by obscuring truth can

often destroy, the believers relationship with Jesus Christ. Indeed, it is
truth that frees us for relationship.
As Jesus said: ‘“You shall know the
truth and the truth shall make you
free ” “‘I am the way, the truth, and
the life’” (see John 8:32 and 14:6,
NKJV).
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7.
When various theological systems and special interest theologies
conflict with one another, the differences may be argued in terms of evidence and cogency.

he keep us enslaved.
Satan has a thousand ways of
achieving his goal. One way is to
convince us that there is no single
understanding of truth. He insinuates that even if there is truth, we
cannot fully understand it. In the
theological world this concept is
called “pluralism.” So dangerous is
this malignancy to the churchs spiritual health, that I shall share my
diagnosis with you.

The realm o f language and truth
is one of great complexity. It is characterized by fierce theological debates and soul-enervating errors.
Nevertheless, we must explore it if
we are to understand the issues confronting Seventh-day Adventist theology today. If language is to be a
means o f com m unicating truth,
then it must be capable of defining
truth and error and distinguishing
between the two. If language cannot
distinguish between truth and error,
no meaningful communication is
possible. Obviously, this consequence would apply also to the
claims of pluralism. If even the best
language cannot distinguish between truth and error, pluralisms
claims to truth are meaningless and
must be trashed.
Pluralism appears willing to
embrace varied theological positions
and even to achieve harmony within
them. However, in reality, theological
pluralism will embrace different theological and ethical positions only so
long as they fall within a liberal and
humanistic framework. A generation
ago conservative scholar Allan Bloom
dubbed this so-called openness “the
closing of the American mind.”
Our ability to communicate is

Defining Pluralism
The United Methodist Church
defined the concept systematically in
1976, when it included pluralism in
its doctrinal manual. The Methodist
definition consisted of seven presuppositions:
1. Language is limited as a vehicle
for expressing truth.
2. In recognition of this, pluralism allows for more than one verbal
statement of Christian truth.
3. Each such statement points to
the truth, but none can exhaust it.
4. No one statement of Christian
truth can exclude all other such
statements.
5. The Christian message has a
recognizable identity, so there is
continuity between various verbal
expressions of it.
6. This identity and continuity
may be maintained in various theological systems and special interest
theologies.
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built on the view that a world of reality exists distinct from language, yet
adequately described by language.
This reality is built on two concepts:
The first is that the word reality
reflects the actual state of affairs. Secondly, that reality (truth) can be expressed in judgments and propositions communicated by language. We
are thus able to distinguish between
true and false statements.

reject claims to objective truth.
Adrift on a sea of relativity, individuals and nations alike construct
their own truth “arks.” One truth is
as valid as another. Lying is impossible, since it presupposes objective
reality, and words themselves have
no fixed meaning. Whoever best
communicates a concept to another
is “right.” In postmodern thought,
convincing others that you are right
is a matter o f “spin.” And, as political
“realities” teach us, “spin is everything.” If all claims about truth are
merely construction, then they can
be infinitely reinterpreted, i.e. “deconstructed,” by those in power, who
impose their concepts of truth and
reality on society. What matters,
then, is not truth, but power.
Another concept that confuses
reality is the belief that truth can be
compartmentalized. That is, the different components o f our characters
and actions have no bearing on each
other.

A Viable Tool
Given this understanding, language becomes a viable tool for
describing truth and making reliable
statements about truth. However,
language cannot become a substitute
for the truth it conveys. Truth
remains truth whatever the confusion of language and regardless of
the efforts of language to distort it.
However, this reality has not stopped
the progress of error. Today, given a
new identity and a more sophisticated appeal by postmodernism,
pluralism is radically reshaping our
culture and religious faith.
Gene Veith, in “A Postmodern
Scandal,” presents four concepts of
postmodernism that reinterpret
reality in such a way as to destroy
scriptural truth. They are:
• Truth is constructed,
• Truth depends on interpretation,
• Truth is an expression o f power,
• Truth can be compartmentalized.
Veith points out that both postmodern philosophy and theology

Pluralism: A Case Study
What happens to a church that
adopts pluralism? The United Methodist Church provides a case study:
“In recent years we have tended
to lose sight o f that central core of
doctrine and have allowed ourselves
as United Methodists to dwell on the
divergent interpretations, to which
we have given the hideous name pluralism. And sometimes we have
talked as though it is our pluralism
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“Instead o f leading United Methodists to a greater
understanding o f their faith, pluralism has caused them to lose
sight o f the core o f doctrine which should bind them together.
And this in turn has undermined the sort o f unity which is needed
fo r vital outreach and ministry

which holds us together and which
is our most distinctive mark!. . . To
suggest this is to suggest only chaos
and disintegration” (“What We Believe,” The Interpreter [March-April
1982], p. 8).
Again:
“It seems apparent, then, that the
official acceptance o f pluralism has
generated deeper problems than it
has solved. Instead o f leading United
Methodists to a greater understanding o f their faith, pluralism has
caused them to lose sight o f the core
of doctrine which should bind them
together. And this in turn has undermined the sort of unity which is
needed for vital outreach and ministry” (Jerry L. Walls, The Problem o f
Pluralism , Recovering United Methodist Identity , p. 9). Because o f our
doctrinal distinctives, the impact of
pluralism on the Seventh-day Adventist Church would likely be even
more severe. No longer would we be
able to claim to have “the truth.”
Even if we should claim that a truth
was relevant for one part o f the
world, we could not argue persua-

sively that it was relevant for all the
world. Thus Matthew 28:19 and 20,
the very scriptural mandate that has
sent our evangelists to all the world,
would be gutted o f its power and
scope. The mission program of the
entire world church would be compromised. Our very reason for existence would be lost.
Our truth claims— the authority
o f Scripture, special creation, the
Seventh-day Sabbath, the end of the
world, the second coming of Christ,
our concept of being the remnant
church— would be robbed o f their
meaning. A disastrous loss!
An Uncompromised Witness
Surely this is not the direction we
want the Seventh-day Adventist
Church to take. We have been, and
continue to be, a church founded on
the truths o f Scripture. Unless we
maintain the Bible as our guide and
authority, what have we to say to the
world?
The answer depends to a considerable degree on what we— theologians, teachers in our academies and
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Great Controversy, pp. 5, 6).

colleges, pastors in our pulpits,
administrators, evangelists, members in our pews— have to say to our
church. We must ask ourselves: Can
we be absolutely sure o f what God
says and requires o f His people? Can
we with certainty know the revealed
will of God in regard to inspired and
authoritative teachings o f Christ and
His Word? What about the behavior
and lifestyle o f Seventh-day Adventists? What does the Word of
God say? And what am I saying
about these issues to others within
the church and without? These are
questions of ultimate importance to
the mission o f our church.
Here are three statements about
Scripture that I believe every Adventist should be able to make:
1. The Bible is the inspired, infallible, authoritative Word of God.
Said Jesus: “All scripture is given
by inspiration o f G od” (2 Tim.
3:16).**
The Apostle Peter tells us that
“prophecy came not in old time by
the will o f man: but holy men of
God spake as they were moved by
the Holy Ghost” (2 Peter 1:21).
“In His word, God has committed to men the knowledge necessary
for salvation. The Holy Scriptures
are to be accepted as an authoritative, infallible revelation of His will.
They are the standard o f character,
the revealer of doctrines, and the test
of experience” (Ellen G. White, The

2. The Bible can be trusted in all its
revelations and teachings.
God actually did create this
world in six literal days. The seventh-day Sabbath is the biblical day
o f worship and is binding on all
humankind. The story of the Garden
o f Eden is to be taken literally. Adam
and Eve were real people. The story
o f the serpent, Eve, and the fruit is
not fiction.
The Bible says: “All scripture is
given by inspiration of God, and is
profitable for doctrine, for reproof,
for correction, for instruction in
righteousness, that the man of God
may be perfect, throughly furnished
unto all good works” (2 Tim. 3:16,17).
Ellen G. White writes: “There are
some that may think they are fully
capable with their finite judgment to
take the Word of God, and to state
what are the words o f inspiration
and what are not the words of inspiration. I want to warn you off that
ground, my brethren in the ministry
. . . . there is no finite man that God
has authorized to pick and choose in
His Word” (Ellen G. White Comments, SDA Bible Commentary , Vol.
7, p. 919).
3. Adventists proudly share Jesus’
view of the inspiration of Scripture.
Said the God-Man, who walked
among us as God’s supreme revelation of the Father, “Man shall not
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whole Bible is a presentation of the
great truths that reveal Jesus and
what He is doing in our world. If we
want to become acquainted with the
Saviour and cooperate with Him in
His work, we must study the great
doctrines that reveal Him and His
methods in saving lost humanity.
Relationship with Jesus, “the way,
the truth, and the life,” must be the
primary focus of our many and varied ministries. Nothing less than
Truth incarnate in us will suffice for
these challenging last hours of the
Great Controversy.
□*

live by bread alone, but by every
word that proceedeth out of the
mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). In John
17:17 Jesus said: “Sanctify them
through thy truth.” What was the
truth of which He spoke? Not pluralism! Rather, “Thy word is truth.”
Isn’t our reason for existence to
present to the world the great and
eternal truths of the Word of God?
Shouldn’t we be filling our minds
with Bible truth— the beliefs we
hold so dear— and living our faith as
never before?
What should be our focus in
Bible study? Jesus said, “Search the
Scriptures; for in them ye think you
have eternal life: and they are they
which testify o f m e” (John 5:39). The

M E A S U R I N G

**Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible texts
in this article are taken from the King James
Version.

BY

A

F I N I T E

R U L E

T,

hose who think to make the

supposed difficulties of Scripture plain, in measuring by their finite
rule that which is inspired and that which is not inspired, had better cover their faces, as Elijah when the still small voice spoke to
him. . . . He [God] has not, while presenting the perils clustering
about the last days, qualified any finite man to unravel hidden mysteries, or inspired one man or any class of men to pronounce judgment as to that which is inspired or is not” (Ellen G. White Comments, SDA Bible Commentary, vol. 7, p. 944).
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